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TRANS(L)ATLANTIC I-CON: THE MANY SHAPES OF ANANSE 
IN CONTEMPORARY LITERATURES 
PIETRO DEANDREA 
Faculty of Foreign Languages and Literatures, University of Torino, Italy 
With spiders I had friendship made, 
And watched them in their sullen trade. 
[George Gordon Byron, The Prisoner of Chillon, II. 381-82] 
This is a first tentative overview, the embryo of a wider and deeper work on the 
several facets a sumed by the spider-trickster Ananse ~ - not only as the folk hero 
of Ghanaian and Caribbean folk tales, but specifically as a pervasive presence 
which runs through contemporary written literatures in English. This presence 
connects three continents around the Atlantic, translating the transatlantic paths of 
the African Diaspora into meaningful tropes, weaving a net, a web spun across 
authors, literary periods and literary genres. 
The overall argument of this work inevitably points at Paul Gilroy's seminal 
The Black Atlantic, at its analysis of Black diasporic movements of dislocation, 
decentring and hybridity which cannot be contained by nation-based cultural 
models. 2It attempts to follow in the wake of Gilroy's effort never to fall into the 
over-aestheticizing and elitist perspective shared by many apologists of post- 
colonial hybridity - and to always keep in sight the projects of social, political and 
cultural liberation implied in the examined works of art. Moreover, this essay 
repeatedly calls for a critical interaction with fundamental thinkers who have dealt 
with issues of creolization, hybridity and vernacular arts, such as Gates, Glissant 
and Levine, amongst others. 
WEST AFRICAN ORAL AND WRITTEN LITERATURE 
Who among you can at the same time 
laugh and be exalted? 
[Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spake Zarathustra] 
Journal of Transatlantic Studies, 2 (1) 2004, 1-26 IS SN 1479--4012 
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [U
niv
ers
ita
 de
gli
 St
ud
i d
i T
or
ino
] a
t 0
2:2
6 2
7 M
arc
h 2
01
2 
Pietro Deandrea 
In the oral literatures of several peoples from all over the world, the trickster figure 
can take up various shapes, from animal to divinity, but they all seem to share some 
basic features: 'They cause laughter 3 , to be sure, as they profane nearly every 
central belief, but at the same time they focus attention precisely on the nature of 
such beliefs. '4 
The spider-trickster Ananse originates from the Akan group, but this animal is 
not a figure exclusive to the Akan oral lore: it is present under different names in 
several other groups from West Africa. Akan folktales, in any case, are called 
Anansesem, 'tales of Ananse', even when the spider is not included in the story. 
Basically, Ananse is a taboo-violator: he constantly breaks social rules by being 
selfish, mean, hypocritical, vulgar, sexually exuberant. His only goal is the 
satisfaction of his biological needs. 
Among the collected stories, there is one from Togo about a very jealous chief 
who has two beautiful daughters: he will give them as brides only to the one who 
will be able to guess their secret names. So Spider (called 'Yiyi' by the Ewe) hides 
in a log, which is blocking the path, and when one of the girls traddles the log, he 
captures her with his penis. Her sister calls her, and she answers that 'she's 
coming', but she is actually spinning around the penis and enjoying the situation. 5 
By hearing their conversation, Spider manages to discover their names. On his 
way to the chief's compound, though, he falls into a pit full of rain: in order to be 
pulled out by his best friend Lizard, he must accept o reveal their secret names to 
him. They agree to take one girl each as their wives, but Lizard does not keep his 
promise. So Spider entices the two spoilt women, now both married to Lizard, by 
offering them honey. Lizard asks Spider for help, because he does not know how to 
collect honey. Spider pretends to help Lizard, but manages to tie him to a tree and 
have him stung by bees. So Lizard, ugly and swollen, keeps asking 'why have you 
done that?' That is why he is so ugly and he keeps nodding his head, asking the 
same question over and over. 'See, the culprit forgets but the victim remembers. If 
you hurt somebody, ou should be kleva until you die. '6 
Spider tales, then, are made of violated taboos (sexual intercourse, betrayed 
friends), but also of a final moral and aetiological meaning. Other violated taboos 
include the scatological dimension: Ananse defecates, farts, eats with his anus, 7 
plays with excrements; 8 he even eats Cobra shit during a period of severe famine, 9 
which is a very common starting point of crisis in West African folktales. Ananse 
is so greedy that he ends up eating his son and himself, in one tale. 1° Despite such 
features, storytelling sessions are known to also include children in their audience. 
Actually, they have a didactic function, because they enable children to develop 
autonomy and peer relations, n Besides, Ananse stories are meant o work as a 
safety valve for the social tension and attrition created by communal restrictions. 
In other words, we are supposed, through the narration, to get rid of our latent 
desire to behave like Ananse: 'Through Ananse's tales, the Akan individual 
experiences vicarious freedom from societal boundaries that bind so tightly.' ~2 
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The Many Shapes ofAnanse in Contemporary Literatures 
Zinta Konrad outlines all the above-mentioned functions: ritualised rebellion, 
socialization, behaviour model, entertainment, taboo-exploration, and adds a 
further one: the trickster questions the given order and allows social change to 
occurJ 3 In his much quoted The Trickster in West Africa, the scholar of religious 
studies Robert Pelton had developed this point claiming that Ananse's insolence 
towards norms and taboos is to be ascribed not to an instinctual drive towards pure 
chaos, but should be interpreted as a way to unveil the ethical and religious 
principles of Akan society. Ananse attacks such principles, and thus ends up 
regenerating them creatively, under modified shapes. 14 When he is sentenced to 
death by the sky god Nyame for one of his mischievous tricks, Ananse tells his son 
Ntikuma to dig a tunnel underground, ive into it and make an appeal for his 
father's life. Believing that he is hearing the voice of the earth goddess Asaase Yaa, 
Nyame will free Ananse. In this case the spider-trickster ridicules the supreme 
deity, but at the same time brings to the fore the validity of the balance between 
earth and sky, Asaase and Nyame, the female and the male element - a 
fundamental principle in Akan society. 15 
Ananse, then, can assume a role of mediator between men and divinities, the 
supernatural world and the physical one, while outwitting God himself. 16 
Furthermore, the aetiological ending of many of his tales confer him the role of 
creator- or, at least, catalyst of creation. Another link with the religious dimension 
is offered by the divine origin of folktales] 7 which belonged to the Supreme God 
before being acquired by Ananse through trickery. 18 Ananse's art in spinning, 
therefore, is identified with the art of narrating, given the fascination exercised by 
the weaving of words. 19 No wonder that so many contemporary Ghanaian writers 
have adopted one of Ananse's many facets in their works. 
The presence of Ananse in contemporary Ghanaian literature in English can be 
registered from its very first writers, even before Independence. In 1943 J.B. 
Danquah, nationalist leader and intellectual, published a mythological play in 
verses called The Third Woman, where Ananse is split into two characters: Ananse 
Kokuroko, a God, and Kwaku Ananse, the folktale hero. Both sides of the spider- 
trickster, the divine and the earthly, are thus represented in the play, and both are 
instrumental in helping the Asante people find their identity. Following the 
tradition, Kwaku Ananse challenges the creator God Odomankama with his 
disruptive creativity: 
Woe betide your work, Odomankama 
When men, from me, learn to observe nature, 
To relate and tempt new combinations. 2° 
As the above quotation can show, though, Danquah's lyrical drama was not really 
fit for the consumption of a contemporary theatrical audience. Later, during the 
Independence p riod, the writers' attitude underwent an utter change. Alongside 
3 
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Pietro Deandrea 
Nkrnmah's policy which rediscovered cultural traditions, drama predictably proved 
to be the genre closer to traditional oral literature. Several playwrights made an 
effort to distance themselves from Western theatrical models and to incorporate 
the features of traditional storytelling into their plays, Ananse included. 
The writer who undoubtedly ed this movement was Efua Theodora Sutherland 
(1924-96). Her play The Marriage of Anansewa recounts Ananse's wiles in 
betrothing his daughter to several suitors in order to collect gift money from all of 
them. 21 The play recreates the communal storytelling atmosphere thanks to 
audience involvement, songs, dance and a storyteller who shatters any naturalistic 
illusion by interacting with both players and audience. Other playwrights, such as 
Joe De Graft, Martin Owusu and Yaw Asare, have similarly structured their plays 
upon the figure of Ananse. 22 
The many-faceted nature of the spider-trickster inspires its borrowing as a 
metaphor in many different ways, not limited to the traditional revival mentioned 
above. After Independence ame failure and disillusionment and shattered hopes, 
in many cases, and literature could not help reflecting such a mood. In his second 
novel, Fragments, Ayi Kwei Armah (probably the most important Ghanaian 
novelist writing in English) narrates the story of Baako Onipa, returning from the 
USA with a creative writing degree. On his return, the libation offered for him 
goes like this: 
Gain the wisdom 
to turn your back on the wisdom 
of Ananse. 
Do not be persuaded you will fill your stomach faster 
if you do not have others' to fill. 
There are no humans who walk this earth alone. 23 
Ananse is taken here as an utterly negative model of selfishness to be opposed with 
an outlook of collective solidarity. Yet, as the novel's title suggests, Ghanaian 
society is dominated by an 'Anansean' rush for material acquisition, each one for 
him/herself. The protagonist's name is symbolic of this, too: in Twi, 'onipa' means 
'human being', while 'baako' means 'one' but could also imply 'only one', a 
linguistic detail which says a lot about raditional Akan philosophy. 24 
THE MIDDLE PASSAGE AND THE FOLKTALE IN THE CARIBBEAN 
The literature on Ananse registers the presence of the spider-trickster inside the 
ships transporting the African slaves to the Caribbean, 25those very ships con- 
sidered by Paul Gilroy as the key image in the cultural movements of the African 
Diaspora. 26 Among Caribbean authors and thinkers, the link prisoners-Ananse is, 
first of all, one of nearly total identification. In the ships 'there was so little space', 
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The Many Shapes ofAnanse in Contemporary Literatures 
the Guyanese Wilson Harris writes, 'that the slaves contorted themselves into 
human spiders', thus originating the limbo dance. 27 The limbo passage is con- 
ceived by Harris as a model for other metamorphic transitions and for his own idea 
of literature, as will be shown later. 
More often, though, spider stories represent the crowded prisoners' means of 
emancipation, by offering a two-pronged wisdom. The first spear of the two looks 
towards the future, and offers a way to survive in the world to come, as exemplified 
in Alistair Campbell's Anansi, an educational play for Key Stage 3 with an 
Activities Section focusing, amongst other things, on awareness about he Slave 
Trade. When two captives, a woman and a girl, spot a spider moving about the 
hold, the former (destined to die) introduces the latter to Ananse's wealth of 
stories. These trigger a series of teachings that concern, first of all, sheer survival 
('The smartest plan and the cleverest head / Is how I keep from getting dead'), but 
generally speaking the point is how to build up and store secret abilities: 'You must 
be strong the way Anansi is, strong on the inside [...] Weave your little web, like a 
dream in the dark, and wait, wait, wait.' Apart from its evident educational value, 
the significance of Campbell's work is further enhanced by one image: Ananse's 
web undergoes here one of its many similes, because both the cobweb and the 
human soul answer the same riddle: 'So light you can barely see it. So beautiful no 
human being can hope to make one. Strong enough to hunt with, pure enough to 
see through, always being made again. '28 The words in italics (mine) evoke again 
the metamorphic emphasis laid by Wilson Harris. 
The second irection of Ananse's wisdom in the context of the Middle Passage 
looks, fairly predictably, towards the past, back to the African motherland. In Olive 
Senior's poem 'Nansi 'Tory' the protagonist is convinced of having died 'in that / 
stinking / white hold', but his grandchild's question concerning their origins act as 
a fuse on the tightly closed 'bagful of memory': 
be 
re- 
luct- 
ant- 
ly 
let 
go 
his 
hold 
'Once upon a time...' 
Anansi 
leapt from the bag 
Heaven's doorkeeper 
laughed 
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Pietro Deandrea 
Graphically speaking, Senior's very short seven lines - and their slowing of the 
poem's flow - convey the painful effort involved in the protagonist's remem- 
brance; the pun on the term 'hold' equates the suffering experienced in the ship 
with his reluctance to let the remembrance bag open, and with the dismay at the 
prospect of having to cross back over the Atlantic Ocean and re-live the same 
horror, if only imaginatively. In jumping out of the bag, then, Ananse and his tales 
release both 'holds': they are instrumental in overcoming such a dread and 
implicitly explode the slave ship. What is attained - or at least sought - is a unity 
between the Caribbean future/present and the West African past, a rewoven (or 
newly conjured) integrity. The poem closes with the old protagonist's heart, once 
ground to powder and left near Elmina: 'An atomised / heart on a / beach / 
reassembled / / Awaiting / return.' 29 
The slave trade transported a great number of people from the Twi-speaking 
area to Jamaica, especially between 1730 and 1790. Consequently, the Twi langu- 
age deeply influenced the Jamaican creole. 3° But this appears to be only the tip of 
a vast transportation of population who included spider-tricksters in their folk 
myths: beside Jamaica, the presence of Ananse has been registered in the folklore 
from several areas, such as Barbados, Belize, Costa Rica, Curaqao, Haiti, 
Suriname, Trinidad, and Virgin Islands. In other American areas, spider-tricksters 
have been obscured or sidelined by other African versions, such as the Hare, the 
Rabbit or the Tortoise. In his study of African-American folk culture, Lawrence L. 
Levine notices (and tries to explain) the marginalized presence of Ananse's 
descendant Aunt Nancy in stories from South Carolina and Georgia, mong the 
dominance of Brer Rabbit. Nevertheless, Levine's research will be employed here 
as a useful term of comparison, in accordance with his belief that 'What is more 
revealing than the life or death of any given trickster figure is the retention of the 
trickster tale itself. '3~ The same is valid for Henry Louis Gates's work, which 
traces a connection between the African-American trickster, The Signifying 
Monkey, and the Yoruba trickster-god Esu. 32 
In the plantation system of the Caribbean, where slaves were not allowed to 
speak their native languages, the storytelling sessions (obviously enhanced by 
chants, mimicry, rhymes, songs and audience participation) acquired an ambivalent, 
polysemic function. In his seminal book Afro-Creole, Richard D.E. Burton (using 
the French historian Michel de Certeau's analytical categories) distinguishes 
between resistance and opposition: the former involves any kind of anti-systemic 
movement placed outside the system. Ananse's trategies, though, originate from 
inside the colonial system and belong to the second category: 'opposition takes 
place when the strong are strong and the weak know it. '33 Just like the slaves he 
symbolizes, Ananse develops his tactics blow by blow, adapting himself to the 
developing situation without a general strategy. His is the art of the weak and of 
the wit, of survival tactics which are not based on open, direct force, but on subtle 
cunning. Ananse usually ends up outwitting stronger animals (like Tiger) who 
6 
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The Many Shapes ofAnanse in Contemporary Literatures 
represent the slave-owner or the overseer.  34 
Yet, in his analysis of a plantation owner's journal, Burton discovers how the 
storytelling sessions were narrated also at the presence of the amused master! 
Thus, similarly to the Shakespearean fool's speeches, Ananse tales could be read 
in multiple ways: one for children (thanks to their ludic side), one for adults in the 
know, one for outsiders. 35 Their import is based on indirection, on techniques of 
implication that could be compared to the African-American practice of 'Signify- 
in(g)' turned into a critical matrix by Henry Louis Gates, Jr. Just as the Signifying 
Monkey from the African-American folk poem, Ananse speaks figuratively, in a 
symbolic code; just as the lion might suffer the consequences of his literal 
interpretation of the monkey's words, so the white overseer could pay for his 
inability to see what lies behind Ananse's tricks. 36 
In any case, the ruthless and raw environment of the plantation had its influ- 
ence: when trying to trace a comparison between the Ghanaian and the Caribbean 
Ananse, Burton and other critics agree on the point that the latter has shed its 
original sacred dimension to become human, to instinctively exploit the existing 
order of things for sheer survival, rather than renewing its boundaries. The Carib- 
bean one is Ananse the trickster, rather than the half creator-God or the go-between 
for deities and men. 37 Lawrence Levine noticed a similar phenomenon i the 
African-American slave tales he examined, namely a conspicuous absence of 
cosmological myths and of the sacred dimension. 38 
FROM ORALITY TO LITERACY: CUNNING UNDERDOGS AND (NEO)COLONIAL 
ANANSES 
Two works, chosen from two different literary genres, are emblematic of Ananse's 
tactics working from the Inside. The first is V.S. Reid's novel New Day (1949), one 
of the founding works of anglophone Caribbean prose, published in a period of 
national awakening for Jamaica. The temporal setting of the novel goes from the 
1865 Morant Bay rebellion to 1944, when self-government was attained. In 1944 
John Campbell, the aged narrator, looks back at his life while his grandson Garth is 
about o become the leader of the new government. Ananse is present in the novel 
in both language and plot. It is ingrained in the language, since expressions such as 
'quicker than you can say Bro' Anancy' abound.  39 New Day constituted a great 
achievement insofar as it was the first novel where the narration (and not only the 
dialogue) was written in Jamaican dialect. 4° On the level of plot, the narrator's 
viewpoint strongly supports Ananse tactics. The frontal, direct approach employed 
during the 1865 rebellion is interpreted as the root of its own failure. The final 
achievement of the protagonists' political goals is attained thanks to diplomacy, 
subtle strategy - employing opposition, rather than resistance, if one used De 
Certeau and Button's categories. 
A more modern version of such opposition acting from inside the system shifts 
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Pietro Deandrea 
the story from a colonial to a neocolonial context, as in the case of the play Smile 
Orange, by the Jamaican Trevor Rhone, first performed in 1971 and written 
largely in Jamaican dialect like Reid's New Day. The contemporary relevance of 
the play is evident, since it deals with the failure of Independence to offer a decent 
way of life, as exemplified in the tourism industry and in the servile, degrading 
attitudes it stimulates. Ringo, the protagonist, is a hotel waiter ever ready to play a 
part to satisfy his motto: 'exploit di exploiter!', 41that is to say, the tourist. The 
metaphor of rote-acting is recurrent in the play, especially when he instructs the 
young Cyril, apprentice to the trickster trade: 'If you is a blackman and you can't 
play a part, you going to starve to death. '42 People like Ringo are given, by the 
realities of power, a definite role in which he can only move and adapt according to 
the situation at hand, trying to suck as much wealth out of it as he can. Ringo keeps 
capitalizing on the figure of his long-dead mother, for instance, and when his 
negligence l ads to a tragedy he turns it into a boon for himself, becoming the hero 
of the day. In the following dialogue Ringo and Joe show their instinctual adaptive 
attitude, dictated by needs of sheer survival, to the full: 
RINGO: White people love to see black people bow down, you see! 
JOE: I will touch di ground if I can find a dollar bill down dere. 
RINCO: A will go further than dat. A will bury my head in di san'. 
JoE: How low can you get? 
RINCO: Try me, nuh? A will bend over backward and do it too. White people 
must pay dem way. 43 
Significantly, in the last sentence they have become one of the contemporary 
versions of the limbo dancer in the slave ship, described above by Wilson Harris. 
Reid's novel and Rhone's play share a distinctive feature: the employment of
non-standard English as a literary medium. They make use of it in all its nuances 
and ethno-social variations (particularly Rhone). Its emergence and the recogni- 
tion of its literary dignity, though, have been a slow and painful process. Slave 
society and colonial society were founded on a polarization between high and low 
culture which had its repercussions on language. It is not by chance that Ananse 
speaks in the so-called 'Bungo Talk', namely the lowest grade of creole with a 
great number of Africanisms, the one least close to Standard English; besides, he 
has a lisp and cannot pronounce some lettersfl 4 This is why folktales were 
disdained for a long time by the Caribbean middle and upper classes. 45 
With regard to this, Louise Bennett's case was emblematic: she was a pioneer in 
the transmission of tales and poems in dialect by way of radio, TV, books, 
theatre. 46 Nevertheless, the aesthetic value of her works has almost always been 
questioned and underrated by sectors of the Caribbean society such as the artistic 
and the academic. 47Similarly to what happened in Ghana, the Independence 
movements after World War II provided adecisive impulse towards the revival and 
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The Many Shapes of Ananse in Contemporary Literatures 
the revaluation of folk culture and language, also thanks to generations of authors 
who had grown up in an oral culture and were trying to fuse it into their written 
works, heeding the call of the 'low' tradition while practising the 'high' .48 Similarly 
to many other thinkers, the Martinican writer and critic Edouard Glissant singled 
out the creative tension between vernacular t adition and literary development as
one of the most stimulating features of Caribbean literature. 49
In Caribbean folktales, though, Ananse is not limited to an oppositional role. 
Alongside their symbolic elements, tales are structured on extremely realistic 
plots connected to the rude and crude dimension of plantation society. This 
accounts for Ananse's outwitting weaker creatures (in other words, fellow slaves) 
and being sometimes defeated and punished. He therefore represents, for an 
audience of slaves, their hero, their object of opprobrium and their scapegoat the 
same time. 5° 
The rules of sheer survival, then, can lead Ananse very far from being a regener- 
ative model. Besides, the subjective and fluid nature of tricksters and of oral 
culture prevents Ananse from being restricted to a monothematic role. Beryl 
Gilroy recalls how her grandfather always presented Ananse 'as a plantation owner 
who had appropriated the cunning of African Ananse to control his slaves. '51 
Lawrence Levine, too, detected this multivalent function in African-American 
animal trickster tales, likewise characterized by an extreme realism, which was a 
far cry from European magical tales. He describes the ways of Brer Rabbit as 
ranging from a champion of the weak who slyly manipulates power from the 
strong (thus offering some survival strategies, psychological release and a sort of 
vicarious triumph for the slaves) to a brutal, amoral, anarchic haracter who has 
internalised the plantation system's ambiguities and suspension of norms in order 
to crush other weaker creatures - if not to identify himself with the very master. 52 
This might explain the recurrence of an Anansean strain in ambiguous leader 
figures from Caribbean history and literature, such as local politicians and fake 
religious prophets. 53The Jamaican Jean 'Binta' Breeze expresses a sort of socio- 
political disillusionment very close to the Ghanaian one voiced above by Armah: 
seem like revolution come an gawn 
an revolutionary son 
full im house fram merica 
an talk like spida man 
[...] an freedom is a wud 
dat twis we tongue. 54 (italics mine) 
Another literary example comes from Michael Gilkes's play Couvade, acomplex 
work fusing together the mythologies of the several ethnic groups that constitute 
contemporary Guyana. The presence of the spider-trickster is here very articulate, 
not limited to only one quality, but also pertinent to the point in question. The 
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Pietro Deandrea 
protagonist, the painter Lionel, pursues an ideal of Guyana s a unique ethnic and 
cultural synthesis; on the other hand, his politician friend Arthur is more con- 
cerned with the transatlantic roots of each group. 55 Arthur's political activity is 
defined by Lionel as 'the way of the trickster', resting as it does on a dangerous 
and sterile (but politically profitable) 'divide and rule' strategy. It is not by chance, 
then, that the trickster story narrated in the play is the one about he spider who, 
instead of paying his debts, makes sure that all his debtors (Toucan, Wildcat, 
Puma, Tiger) kill or eat one another. 56 
BEYOND FOLKLORE~ HISTORY, GENDER, METAMORPHOSIS AND 
CONTEMPORANEITY 
As demonstrated above, the duplicity which characterizes Ananse as a trickster 
has offered positive and negative models for both folklore and contemporary 
written literature, on both sides of the Atlantic. 
One of the main points of the present essay, though, consists in an analysis of 
literary works which go beyond the Anansean models provided by folklore. Con- 
temporary literature must not be satisfied, and actually it is not, only with 
preserving an oral culture on the verge of disappearance. Even Glissant, despite 
his above-mentioned mphasis on the importance of orality, warns us to the 
implications of an unreflected, romanticized return to the oral folklore as an 
'authentic' source. 57 IfAnanse is the creative master of narration, shouldn't the con- 
temporary creative writer be considered his up-to-date version? And consequently, 
shouldn't he/she use all his/her powers todevelop other peculiar facets of the con 
trickster, possibly moving closer to the category of literary resistance, rather than 
literary opposition? 
The same impulse leads the critic Patrick Taylor, in his apt analysis of Derek 
Walcott's plays and George Lamming's novels, to focus on the concept of 
liberating narrative, namely something different from trickster tales insofar as 'it 
attacks mythical and ideological categories for sustaining oppressive situations 
that restrict and hide human freedom.' Taylor borrows from Rex Nettleford the 
conviction that Ananse tales in themselves cannot stimulate national develop- 
ment; 58 this paper, in turn, borrows Taylor's critical category not to analyse the 
much-studied Walcott and Lamming, but in an attempt o categorize other 
liberating narratives and the different methodologies they employ to depart from 
the folkloric Ananse while making use of him. 
The first possibility of creating a space of resistance in literature through the 
figure of Ananse regards the construction of alternative visions of history which 
may go against official, Eurocentric versions. In this case, one inevitably touches 
again on issues of Caribbean 'high' and 'low' culture, 61ite vs. folk, standard vs. 
creole English. 
The eponymous poem of Merle Collins's collection Rotten Pomerack (1992), 
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The Many Shapes ofAnanse in Contemporary Literatures 
for instance, is shaped on the structure of a storytelling session, with its 
ambiguities and ambivalence: 
Crick! 
Crack! 
Monkey break he back on a rotten pomerack 
This is the formulaic all-and-response opening of the story telling sessions. 
What is the mirage and what reality? 
Do we know what is truth and what is truly fiction? 
Yet, what is usually considered as factual history and objective reality (such as De 
Klerk's claims for the creation of a free South Africa, or the celebrations of the 
discovery of America) is just as slippery and tricky: 
But some stories come 
with no crick and no crack 
and still monkey does well 
break they back on a 
rotten pomerack. 59
Official history, then, can be equally partial and ambiguous, particularly in a 
(neo)colonial context. 
The employment of folk narratives, then, allows writers to create alternative 
sites where other versions of history can be developed, as in the above-mentioned 
novel New Day. 
In a situation in which history is distorted, the literature of a people often 
becomes its history, its writers the keepers of the past, present and future. In 
this situation, a writer can infuse a people with their unique identity, and 
spiritually kindle the fire of resistance. 6°
What Caryl Phillips implies, here, is a vision of the creative writer very similar to 
the role of the artist/storyteller/griot in oral societies. With respect o this, one 
could refer to Glissant's more complex concept of creolization as a poetics of 
multiplicity and heterogeneity, opposed to exclusivity. In order to find viable 
alternatives to both Western universalising tendencies and Caribbean polarizing 
alterities, the Martinican thinker theorizes an ongoing process of creolization 
based on linguistic indeterminacy and opacity as a kind of resistance. His well- 
known concept of 'transversality' constitutes a fluid otherness that cannot be 
contained; 6~ significantly, it is also exemplified by the storyteller's device of 
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Pietro Deandrea 
accumulative r petition, 62not far from the one encountered above in Collins's 
poem. 
In 1983, the need for a new kind of Caribbean history was also expressed by the 
Jamaican novelist and sociologist Erna Brodber, who stated that 'the creative 
writers were in the vanguard of the 'quarrel with history", quoting the very New 
Day as a primary example of the phenomenon. Brodber was rather stricter than 
Glissant, as far as categories are concerned: she claimed that novelists, poets and 
playwrights cannot be considered as historians because they impose their own 
feelings on the available data, but at the same time she acknowledged that 
literature offers a model to be used as a departure point by the social historian, who 
is supposed to 'enter the minds and hearts of the ancestors through the children 
and grandchildren and so extend the boundaries of the search for sources to 
include oral accounts. '63
The second kind of liberating narrative deals with the gender bias pervading 
most Ananse folktales both in Africa and in the Caribbean, where f male 
characters, including Ananse's wife, are relegated to secondary and oppressed 
roles (Lawrence Levine describes the same marginalization i  African-American 
trickster tales; surprisingly enough, one of the exceptions he mentions is a product 
of Ananse's power of transformation, the female trickster Aunt Nancy, or Ann 
Nancy). 64 Naana Jane Opoku-Agyemang, though, highlights the potential influence 
of the teller/writer's subjectivity over his/her tale, capable of including 'social self- 
correction [...] more positive and varied images to project a sense of freedom and 
justice for all', and she quotes instances of this from Ghanaian collections. 65 
This is exactly what has been happening to gender in Anansean written 
literature from the Caribbean, starting from Louise Bennett herself. 66 Her 1957 
tale 'Beeny Bud (Mussirolinkina)' is modelled on the plot of the tale from Togo 
mentioned at the beginning, where Ananse manages to discover by cunning the 
secret name of a beautiful girl, thus gaining the right to marry her. The final aetio- 
logy and moral of Bennett's version, though, acquires a totally different, gender- 
oriented perspective: the girl is dismayed when she discovers he has married the 
previously disguised Ananse, and she starts crying so loud that Ananse jumps onto 
the ceiling and her mother comes to take her away: 
An from dat day Anancy live up eena house top, an man dah run wey left 
dem wife, and Muma dah goh back fe dem daughta wen husband maltreat 
dem. Is Anancy start it, Jack Mandora, me noh choose none. 67 
Four decades later Velma Pollard includes, in one of her collections, two poems where 
Ananse takes up two completely different perspectives, with regard to gender. In 
'Fly', the eponymous protagonist is drawn by Ananse into his web, enticed by 
visions of a pastoral paradise; once she has been trapped, her situation is described 
as a stifling, caging relationship, revealing the emptiness behind the luring facade: 
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I am trapped 
I can't move 
I can't butterfly 
fly... 
And you [...] 
you see acres of green 
you see valleys in cloud 
you can move 
you can fly... [...] 
ANANSI I cry 
ANANSI-SI-SI I hear 
the sky is too vast 
how it scatters my cry. 
In the poem 'Anansa', on the other hand, the female identity of the spider-trickster 
is characterized by a creative drive towards change, avoiding the stagnation and 
the consequent fragility of the male element: 
Anansa's threads are thin 
and strong 
so thin I can't perceive (nor he) 
until I feel my house begin to move 
pulled off, destabilized 
by threads of magic web [...] 
Empire fragments 
in marble as in men [...] 
The king is forever a woman. 68 
The third kind of liberating narrative consists in an utter recreation f our 
conception of language and the novel. This change stems from the original 
metamorphic qualities of Ananse, who can change from spider to man, change his 
own dimensions, switch parts of his body. Such a suppleness i also connected 
with his marginal, liminal, interstitial position: he lies between earth and sky, 
humans and gods, and his dwelling on the ceiling's rafters could thus be viewed 
symbolically, too. 69 
As stated above, the Guyanese novelist and essayist Wilson Harris looks back 
at the Middle Passage: according to him, the spidery limbo dance which developed 
in the slave ships (representative of the 'spider metamorphosis' nature of other 
waves of migration towards the Americas) should be creatively activated in the 
artist's imagination, i  order to attain in art that unique ethnic and cultural 
synthesis typical of the Caribbean, and especially of Guyana. Far from being only 
African, limbo is to be seen as 'the renascence of a new corpus of sensibility that 
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could translate and accomodate African and other legacies within a new 
architecture of cultures.' 70 
That is Harris's theoretical plan and task. Linguistically, his orientation towards 
artistic metamorphosis is actualised through alanguage which erodes the authority 
of words and eschews the Manichean polarizations of European ontology, episte- 
mology and languages. In other words, Harris's novels are composed of (beside 
numberless references toimages of spiders and webs) what he calls 'plural forms' :71 
images of merging, of fusion between opposites, between different characters, 
between concrete reality and dream, often immersed in the teeming and anarchic 
growth of the Guyanese interior. 
Ananse's suppleness i thereby translated into literary form, or, to put it in 
Gates's words, Harris is 'troping on the trope' of Ananse's metamorphic liminality. 
The Guyanese novelist could then be singled out, among the Caribbean authors 
included here, as the one who has turned the character into a technique: similarly 
to the Signifying Monkey, in Harris's writing Ananse 'is not only a master of 
technique, [...] he is technique, or style, or the literariness of literary language'.72 
Amongst Harris's numberless commentators, one should single out Elsa Linguanti's 
apt analysis, too: 
The traditional conception of character is thus destroyed: he/she becomes 
complementary to others. Characters do not stand by themselves, but in a 
relationship to others who echo them, but without duplicating them. They 
flow into each other and into the landscape, in a series of relationships and 
role inversions. [...] Otherness is not outside, but deposited inside each 
person; [...] A dialectic of paired antinomies and paradoxical juxtapositions 
is created. 73 
This is valid for all his works, starting from his first Palace of the Peacock (1960), 
where the group of protagonists 'was one spiritual family living and dying 
together in a common grave out of which they had sprung again from the same 
soul and womb as it were. '74 In his recent The Dark Jester, the whole narration is 
dominated by a trickster-like spirit of contradiction: 'What is Jest? Jest is an 
attempt to bridge the apparently unbridgeable' .75
Such formal strategies, defined by the critic Joyce Jonas as 'Anancy strategies', 
trigger off a new way of conceiving reality, which, rather than being based on 
mutual exclusion, can accomodate multiple readings. 76 This rejection of the binary 
structure of language, such a shift from fragmentation to wholeness, is seen by 
Harris as a refusal, at the same time, of European historical patterns of conquest 
and domination. The well-known historical atrocities have effected, in the course 
of the centuries, a similar fusion among all the different ethnic groups inhabiting 
Guyana. In Harris's view, conjuring up this fusion in language is a way to affirm 
one's creative freedom 77 and to touch the core of the shared ancestry of all groups. 78 
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Harris's trickster-like approach to language and literature suggests ome further 
considerations. The first one regards the similarities between Harris's theories and 
Derrida's assumptions on the constant deferral of meaning. On this point some 
critics have rightly noticed how Harris's trategy does not involve language in itself, 
but a whole European imperialist project with its monolithic epistemologies] 9 
Secondly, what has been said on Harris o far demonstrates his specific use of 
Ananse to be the closest to those recent theories on Caribbean culture which 
privilege ahybrid, postmodern perspective. I am referring to Glissant's anxiety to 
eschew any kind of monolithic filiation and plenitude of meaning, for instance, to 
his emphasis on relational identities inspired by Deleuze and Guattari's theories; °
significantly, Glissant declares his preference for the same landscape privileged by 
Harris: 'And the language of my landscape is primarily that of the forest, which 
unceasingly bursts with life. I do not practice the economy of the meadow. 'sl 
Moreover, Harris shows similarities al o with Antonio Benftez-Rojo's postmodern 
view of the Caribbean as an endless play of signifiers marked by a diffused 
metamorphosis, a state of permanent flux where any single truth cannot impose 
itself, if not momentarily; incidentally, Wilson Hams is the only anglophone 
author discussed in his ground-breaking The Repeating Island. 8e 
Thirdly, his strategies could be compared with similar approaches mployed by 
other Caribbean authors, such as John Agard, Edward Kamau Brathwaite, Erna 
Brodber and Derek Walcott - a comparison that the extended version of the 
present essay is going to attempt. The fourth consideration concerns atransatlantic 
parallel (yet unattempted) between Harris's approach and a contemporary 
Ghanaian ovelist, Kojo Laing. Just as Harris's novels rest on an 'unrestricted play 
of signifiers' where the difference between metaphor and factual datum tends to 
blur, 83 Laing's novels are based on a similar approach towards language. See, for 
instance, the inception of his third and latest novel: 
Major aMofa Gentl was feared in Achimota city for his gentleness, ince it 
was this quality that won the first war for the golden cockroach, the emblem 
of the city. And this emblem, accompanied by his friend the silver mosquito, 
would shed its symbolic nature and become a real city cockroach crawling 
about looking for truth. 
The war was won against Torro the Terrible Roman, the only man in the 
universe who could stand frontally and sideways at the same time. s4 
This passage depicts the very reality of the novel, not just a symbolic or meta- 
phoric representation: kindness wins a war, a symbol becomes a real character, 
another character isubiquitous. No wonder Kojo Laing's groundbreaking style has 
provoked hostile critical reactions, in some cases. 
The novel quoted above is set in Ghana in the year 2020. Achimota has 
devoured the former capital, Accra, while the rest of the country has mysteriously 
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vanished. The disappeared land is an obvious actualisation of the Western 
neocolonial assault hat has led many Africans to leave their countries, and the 
same could be said about he Wars of Existence taking place in the novel. Laing's 
linguistic approach towards reality allows anything to happen: laughter can be 
collected by tractors, a bike acts as the talking referee of a football match, 
characters swap bodily parts just as Ananse does. Readers find themselves in a sort 
of cartoon world where the rules of flesh and blood do not apply. An Anansean 
strain is also present in the outlandish setting of his stories, which reminds one of 
the mythical time (or the mythical space, according to Pelton) 85 where Akan 
folktales take place. His second novel, Woman of the Aeroplanes, 86is set in 
Tukwan, an invisible town inhabited by immortal characters, ituated in today's 
Ghana but invisible to the rest of the country. This is why I elsewhere defined 
Laing's unique style as 'folktale realism'.87 
Despite the shared features of their style and formal strategies, Harris and 
Laing differ in several ways. The former tends to blur not only different levels of 
reality, but also characters and events, in order to attain his mythic cultural 
synthesis; on the other hand, predictably less concemed with issues of brutalizing 
history, Laing deploys clearly understandable plots, though irrational to the most. 
In other words, the latter's fusion of opposites is not so all-embracing. Further- 
more, while Laing conjures up other-dimensional settings, Harris does not need to, 
developing his plots in the out-of-time atmosphere offered by the Guyanese 
interior he knows so well. 
The fourth kind of liberating narrative is offered by two authors who have 
extracted the character of Ananse out of the folktale context. What happens to the 
spider-trickster when he is given flesh and blood in contemporary society? The 
Jamaican Andrew Salkey has published three collections of Ananse stories 
interpreted very subjectively, where the protagonist's traditional features occasion- 
ally leave room for a very untricksterlike attitude before contemporary issues. 88 In 
'Vietnam Anancy and the Black Tulip', for instance, he is a sad, unbalanced, 
unemployed war veteran, still suffering from the napalm he inhaled and getting a 
disability pension out of it. In his mental confusion he finds again the joy of life 
thanks to a beautiful black tulip he plucks and tenderly cares for. When the flower 
dies, though, he will be seen on the verge of suicide, 'heavy and slow nearish the 
deep sea water down by the Pier, with the spider head bending down, foot kicking, 
or with a whole lung case of smoke just dreaming out of him in a ring easy blow- 
out. '89 Other stories from the same collection touch on issues such as the atomic 
menace, the man-woman relationship, the role of the artist, racism, neocolonial- 
ism and the much-needed renaissance of Caribbean society. 
The other author in question, the Guyanese Roy A.K. Heath, has given A anse 
even more flesh and blood. He has dedicated two novels 9° to a singular character, 
Kwaku, who can be interpreted as Ananse reincarnated as a simple man living in 
contemporary Guyana- and not only because his name is also the first name of the 
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The Many Shapes ofAnanse in Contemporary Literatures 
Ananse from Ghanaian folklore. 9~ The inception of the first novel sets up a story- 
telling mood: 'This is the tale of Kwaku, who was reduced to a state of idiocy by 
intelligent men, but made a spontaneous recovery.' Such idiocy, though, is double- 
sided, proving to be a willing and profitable scape from conventional rationality: 
A quick lookround at his fellow men convinced him that there was much 
protection in idiocy, and that intelligence was like the plimpla palm, bearer 
of good fruit, but afflicted with thorns [... Kwaku] had in his idiocy 
fashioned a stethoscope from the remnants of an enema tube and had a mind 
to sound his girl friends under their drawers as they relaxed with a book 
from the mobile library. 92 
His restive tongue and his irrepressible lies put him in trouble more than once, 
conferring him, in the eyes of his fellow villagers, an aura of stupidity. This is 
where a trickster devoid of groundless malice such as Kwaku is likely to end up in 
today's society. Therefore he decides to stop being prey to his instincts, to be 
responsible and to make a family for himself. Yet Kwaku is very contradictory, and 
his natural 'anarchic attitude '93 proves hard to be denied: he has recurrent lapses 
into tricksterism and apparently motiveless pranks. At one point, for instance, he 
breaches the village conservancy, symbolically described as 'the soul of the 
village', and floods the cultivated land; 94 in another memorable scene before his 
departure for New Amsterdam, he decides to punish his wicked shoemaker boss 
scatologically, in an Anansean way: 
Kwaku opened his flies, took out his penis and started spraying the walls 
with his urine [...] he leapt on to the counter and aimed his fire at the 
shoemaker himself, who, hardly believing his eyes, could only lift his arm in 
an involuntary gesture of self-defence. 95 
From now on, readers will follow his ups and downs in urban Guyana, first in New 
Amsterdam and later in Georgetown: he becomes a famous healer, then falls into 
poverty again, gets involved in political schemes and finally acquires the reputation 
of a saint. His tragicomic adventures, tructured in an episodic narrative 96typical of 
oral literature, are interspersed with Kwaku's thirst for tricksterism and prankster- 
ism until the end: 'Kwaku, while acutely sensitive to the calm success had brought 
him, longed, nevertheless, for his old status as buffoon; like the gilded butterfly of 
a fantastic tale that hankered after the pristine home of its tomb-like cocoon .  '97 
Throughout these two novels he cannot refrain from acting as 'the Prince of 
dissembling and the Fool who flaunted his flawed literacy', but such an impulse is 
as creative as Ananse's taboo-breaking: 'Kwaku felt the old urge returning, the 
inspiration that brought chaos while he was still a youth, but spawned creative lies 
as a grown man, causing extraordinary things to happen. '98 His tricksterism, in any 
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case, is paralleled by his care and affection for his family, his peaceful attitude 
towards his fellow human beings (and of all ethnic origins, to boot, in a 
multicultural, Wilson Harris-like spirit99), in a Georgetown which is described as 
'a territory of freaks [...] full of Kwakus', where the ruling party has spread its 
'web of control that kept the country in its grip' i00 and party politics capitalizes on 
ethnic hatred. Despite his flaws, Heath's Kwaku is a character who, contrary to 
folkloric expectations, does not tend to hinder his society's development. On the 
contrary, his good faith and benevolent attitude seem to work in the opposite 
direction, having attained a satisfying balance between creative tricksterism and 
sense of responsibility. 
THE FINAL PASSAGE, AND THE INNUMERABLE PASSAGES AHEAD 
Once I dreamed I returned by walking in the manner of a high-wire artist, 
arms outstretched, across a frail spider's thread suspended sixty feet above 
the Atlantic attached to Big Ben at one end and St George's Cathedral, 
Demerara, at the other. [...] We do return and leave and return again, criss- 
crossing the Atlantic, but whichever side of the Atlantic we are on, the dream 
is always on the other side. 
[Pauline Melville, Shape-Shifter, pp. 148-49] 
And then, of course, one encounters what Caryl Phillips has defined in his first 
novel 'the final passage': 1°1 the waves of migration from the Caribbean to the UK, 
another crossing of the Atlantic, 102 this time in search of better living conditions. 
In other words, the third vertex of the transatlantic triangle traced by this essay. 
And once again Ananse confirms himself as a reservoir of potential strategies to 
tackle other Passages, other soul-rending dislocations. 
Some poems by Maggie Harris, a Guyanese author living in the UK, are a case 
in point. Her collections Foreday Morning and Limbolands make clear from their 
very titles one of their main knots: the feelings experienced in states of transition, 
in having to live in between cultures, nations and ethnic groups, reflecting the 
author's personal experience. In the following lines Wilson Harris's limbo image 
is recovered to describe this further crossing, enveloped in an anguished mood: 
and is limbo mih limbo misself 
and mih walk like crab on land 
an when dey ask where do you come from 
mih mouth it flap like fish is choke i choke 
an dey gimmih glassa water. ('The Limbo Walkers') 1°3 
In 'Lament on The Pride of Dover, 1994', there is a similar feeling of nagging 
disquiet at what the UK Passage has offered, if compared to what was dreamt: 
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If I had looked across this tidal flow of corridors 
instead of up where ladders reach for promised lands 
would this still have been the journey [...] ? 
Once again, the spider's folkways are what is left to start from, and are depicted by 
Harris with religious ndertones, like a rosary: 
O Anansi 
O Anansi 
O Anansi, O 
You dance on water 
Skip on land 
And leave in your wake 
Your fables like beads 
Dangling 
From my handJ °4 
A further example of how Ananse has been used by Black British authors to come 
to terms with the UK Passage is represented by a direct link with the Caribbean 
seen as reassuring roots, rather similar to Maggie Harris's vision. Beryl Gilroy, 
who was one of the first black teachers (and later headmistresses) in the 1950's 
London, tried to help her multicultural pupils overcome their family and ethnic 
problems through the art of storytelling. Faced with African and Caribbean 
children who refused their identity to the point of disowning their own 
photographs, he used Ananse tales as an attempt to make them approach their 
own background, l°s 
In her novel Boy-Sandwich, the young Tyrone tries to stand by his grandparents 
who have just been shocked by a racist eviction and sent to a sheltered home. 
Therefore, he organizes a family trip back to Jamaica, where his grandparents 
return to life: 
I can see my grandparents living on and on into the future. I wish that the 
Matron could hear them now, especially when Grandma tells them the 
humorous tory of Buru Ananse - the spider man evicted from his hole. She 
acts it, dances, dips and turns and so gets the hidden fear out of her system. 1°6 
Maggie Harris's and Beryl Gilroy's peculiar employment of Ananse - so inter- 
laced with issues of filiation, of geographical nd historical roots which in turn 
hint at further origins - lead one to reflect on the inevitably partial tenability of 
critical paradigms founded on utter liminality, on a complete neglect of any 
foundational myths. As seen above, Glissant's poetics of the rhizome can be fruit- 
fully applied to Wilson Harris's writing, probably thanks to the spider-trickster's 
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fluid and interstitial nature. Yet, this very nature allows him to elude any theory 
which might contain him fully (and thus Glissant's refusal of any plenitude of 
meaning seems to turn back at itself); and, more poignantly, this very nature has a 
precise origin in time and space which cannot help surfacing: in this regard, one 
should reflect on how a highly regarded novelist like Caryl Phillips has repeatedly 
written about he Slave Trade not only in his novels, but also in his travel book The 
Atlantic Sound.l°7 In their shaping of Ananse, then, Maggie Harris and Beryl Gilroy, 
similarly to other authors analysed here, are closer to theories of creolization 
which emphasize the process of recovery of specific suppressed origins, such as 
Edward Kamau Brathwaite's. 1°8 This is the main reason why the inception of this 
essay indicated Gilroy's transatlantic perspective as a model to be followed, rather 
than other theorizations uch as Joseph Roach's 'Circum-Atlantic', equally 
pathbreaking but less attuned with Ananse's tracks. 1°9 
I would like to conclude with an observation i spired by Salkey's story 'Middle 
Passage Anancy': in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean, our spider-trickster 
witnesses the 'Dance of the Souls of the Dead Slaves', and one of the souls tells 
him the following: 
We dead but we not dead. We don't know a thing but we know all. The triangle 
trade don't stop. It still happening in different shape and form. It dress up 
and walking and talking in another style, according to how the nowadays 
parangles go. Watch yourself, Anancy !1~0 
The passage above shows Ananse as a potential heir to Paul Gilroy's Black 
Atlantic intellectuals' critique of modernity, likewise marked by an ineludible 
awareness of its proximity to the horrors of the slave trade. 111 Besides, the kind of 
'eternal vigilance' 1~2 called for by that soul seems to confirm that the sidelining of 
all myths of origin and all geo-historical roots, although so intellectually up-to- 
date, is far from being easy to attain, even more so in our age of ever-exacerbating 
social, political and religious conflicts. It is undeniable that the contemporary 
world teems with a great number of Passages of various kinds, involving varying 
degrees of suffering and not restricted to the Atlantic Ocean. Coming from a 
Mediterranean peninsula s I do, I often find myself pondering on the constant 
Passages towards our shores from Africa, America, Asia and Europe. This is a time 
when my society is expected to humanely adjust o such events, whereas it sadly 
seems to be steering elsewhere. As Stuart Hall reminds us, we are living in a 'hard 
iron' epoch when the 'movement towards Fortress Europe is a stronger movement 
than the movement towards cultural diversity.' ~13 Ananse can probably offer an 
example and metaphor for all the Passages to come, telling us to watch ourselves, 
stirring our intellectual and cultural idleness. 
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NOTES 
1 The Twi spelling 'Ananse' will be used here for the sake of homogeneity. Needless to say, 
its variants 'Anansi', 'Anancy', 'Annancy', "Nancy" and 'Nansi' will be maintained when 
quoted from other works. 
2 Paul Gilroy, The BlackAtlantic - Modernity andDouble Consciousness, London & New 
York, Verso, 1993; cf., for instance, p. 151 on Richard Wright. 
3 Their trade, contrary to what Byron's epigraph says, is far from being sullen. 
4 William J. Hynes and William G. Dotty (eds.), Mythical Trickster Figures - Contours, 
Contexts, Criticism, Tuscaloosa nd London, University of Alabama Press, 1993, p. 2. 
5 One should also think of American Indian tricksters and their long penis, here; cf. Paul 
Radin, The Trickster - A Study in American Indian Mythology, London, Routledge and 
Kegan Paul, 1956, p. x. Ananse, after all, does not hesitate to make love to his beautiful 
daughter, thus killing her, in another tale; cf. Z. Konrad,, Ewe Comic Heroes, pp. 231- 
34. 
6 Zinta Konrad, Ewe Comic Heroes - Trickster Tales in Togo, New York & London, 
Garland, 1994, p. 249. 
7 Cf. Z. Konrad, Ewe Comic Heroes, pp. 156, 224, 226, 245,253,254, 258,260. 
8 Cf. unspecified author, Tales Collected in Baglo and Odumase/Buem, Central-Volta 
Region, Humboldt University, Institute of Africanistic, 1964, Tale XVII, pp. 42-44. 
9 Cf. Mary Esther Kropp Dakubu and Phyllis Riby-Williams, Ga Adesai Komei - Stories 
in Ga, Legon, Institute of African Studies -University of Ghana, 1972, p. 8. 
l0 Cf. J. Osafoa Dankyi, Ananse Searches for a Fool and other stories, Accra, Sedco, 1994, 
pp. 26--37. 
~l Cf. David M. Abrams and Brian Sutton-Smith, 'The Development of the Trickster in 
Children's Narrative', Journal of American Folklore 90.358 (1977), pp. 29-47, where the 
authors' survey demonstrates how the children's creative attitude in inventing trickster 
tales is ymptomatic of a higher level of logical development. The most immediately 
useful teaching Ananse provides to a child is contained, amongst the works I have read to 
date, in anovel by Fred D'Aguiar: while being victim of a severe concussion, theyoung 
protagonist Red Head is tortured by the painful apparition of a tiny devil, but he clings to 
real facts by recollecting an Ananse story narrated by his teacher in order to explain to his 
students the working of fractions; F. D'Aguiar, Dear Future, London, Chatto and 
Windus, 1996, pp. 12-13. 
12 Christopher Vecsey, 'The Exception Who Proves the Rules: Ananse the Akan Trickster', 
in Hynes and Dotty (eds.), Mythical, p. 118. Cf. also Kwawisi Tekpetey, 'The Trickster in 
Akan-Asante Oral Literature', Asemka -A  Bilingual Literary Journal of the University of 
Cape Coast 5 (September 1979), pp. 78-82. 
13 Cf. Z. Konrad, Ewe Comic Heroes, p. 139. 
14 According to Vecsey, Ananse subverts and revalidates, challenges and reinforces, being 
'the exception who probes and proves the rules'; 'Exception', p. 119. 
is Cf. Robert D. Pelton, The Trickster in West Africa - A Study in Mythic Irony and Sacred 
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Delight, Berkeley and Los Angeles and London, U iversity of California Press, 1980, pp. 
1-2, and also pp. 35-51. 
J6 Cf. also A.W. Cardinal, Tales Told in Togoland, London, Humphrey Mildford and Oxford 
University Press, 1931, pp. 36-40. According to a LoDagaa myth from northwestern 
Ghana, the spider's web can help the hero to climb to heaven and see God; cf. Jack 
Goody, The Myth of the Bagre, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1972, pp. 27, 62. 
17 Cf. Z. Konrad, Ewe Comic Heroes, p. 49. 
~8 So that the word for 'folktales' changed from 'Nyankonsem' to 'Anansesem'; cf.
Lawrence A. Boadi, 'The Language of the Proverb in Akan', in Richard K. Priebe (ed.), 
Ghanaian Literatures, New York and Westport and London, Greenwood Press, 1988, 
Contributions to Afro-American and African Studies no. 120, p. 30. 
19 In Twi, the language of the Akan peoples, poetry is called 'anwonsem', 'word-weaving'. 
20 Joseph Boakye Danquah, The Third Woman, London and Redhill, United Society for 
Christian Literature, 1943, p. 11
2~ Cf. Efua Theodora Sutherland, The Marriage ofAnansewa, Harlow, Longman, 1975. 
22 For a more detailed study of this phenomenon, cf. Pietro Deandrea, Fertile Crossings - 
Metamorphoses of Genre in Anglophone West African Literature, Amsterdam and New 
York, Rodopi, 2002, pp. 185-97. 
23 Ayi Kwei Armah, Fragments, 1969, London, Heinemann, 1974, p. 4. Cf. also the stylised 
Ananse on a bank's faqade, p. 66. 
24 Cf. also the proverb 'Dua baako gye mframa e__bu': If one tree alone stands in the path 
of the wind, it falls'. Florence Abena Dolphyne, A Comprehensive Course in Twi 
(Asante)for the Non-Twi Learner, Accra, Ghana Universities Press, 1996, p. 127. 
25 There exists, after all, a B nana Spider (Heteropoda Venatoria), r ther common in 
Jamaica, which 'arrives as an unwilling stowaway in shipments of bananas'; it 'could 
very well be the Anancy of Jamaican folklore', according to the arachnologist Tom Farr; 
'Seven Spiders', Jamaica Journal 4.3 (September 1970), p. 27. 
26 p. Gilroy, Black Atlantic, p. 13. 
27 Wilson Harris, 'History, Fable and Myth in the Caribbean and the Guianas', in Andrew 
Bundy (ed.), The Unfinished Genesis of the Imagination - Selected Essays of Wilson 
Harris, London, Routledge, 1999, p. 157. 
28 Alistair Campbell, Anansi, Welton-on-Thames (Surrey), Thomas Nelson, 1992, pp. 8, 
12, 15, 24. 
29 Olive Senior, 'Nansi 'Tory', Callaloo 11.3 (Summer 1988), pp. 531-33. 
30 Cf. Diane J.Austin-Broos, Jamaica Genesis - Religion and the Politics of the Moral 
Order, Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, 1977, p. 46. 
31 Lawrence L. Levine, Black Culture and Black Consciousness - Afro-American Folk 
Thought from Slavery to Freedom, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1977, p. 105. 
32 Henry Louis Gates, Jr., The Signifying Monkey: A Theory of Afro-American Literary 
Criticism, N.Y., Oxford University Press, 1988, pp. 5-42. 
33 Richard D.E. Burton, Afro-Creole - Power, Opposition and Play in the Caribbean, Ithaca 
and London, Cornell University Press, 1997, pp. 50-51. 
34 Cf. Gordon K. Lewis, Main Currents in Caribbean Thought - The Historical Evolution 
of Caribbean Society in Its ldeological Aspects, 1492-1900, Baltimore and London, The 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1983, p. 179. 
35 Generally speaking, Ananse stories are considered very tricky just li e Ananse himself, and 
their careless use can create serious trouble. In Pauline Melville's hort story 'I Do Not 
Take Messages from Dead P ople', the radio broadcaster Shakespeare McNab lazily chooses 
'Anancy and Hog' for the reading ofhis programme: it will cause an angry reaction by the 
vice-president of Guyana, Hogg, being an involuntary hint at the rumour concerning Hogg's 
killing of his own wife; cf. E Melville, Shape-Shifter, 1990, London, Picador, 1991, pp. -6. 
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36 Henry Louis Gates, Jr., 'The Blackness of Blackness: A Critique of the Sign and the 
Signifying Monkey', in Figures in Black - Words, Signs and the 'Racial'Self, 1987, New 
York & Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1989, pp. 235--47. Cf. also the representation 
of Esu as having two mouths, mentioned by Gates in The Signifying Monkey, p. xxv. 
Another interpretation f Ananse through Gates's theories on Signifyin(g) is offered in 
B.O.M. Gibbs's Ananse: From Africa to the West Indies, unpublished research, 
University of Warwick, 1992, pp. 8-11. 
37 Cf. Sylvia Winter, 'Jonkonnu in Jamaica - Towards the Interpretation f Folk Dance as a 
Cultural Process', Jamaica Journal 4.2 (June 1970), p. 45, where the author rightly 
observes that African high religious traditions could not survive under the plantation 
system, and therefore religious myths inevitably suffered a distortion. Beryl Gilroy states 
that Ananse was 'criminalised' bythe slave trade, ven though she seems to idealize the 
West African, pre-Middle Passage trickster in 'Who Criminalised Ananse?', Leaves in 
the Wind - Collected Writings, edited by Joan Anim-Addo, London, Mango Publishing, 
1998, pp. 180-81. Cf. also O.R. Dathorne, Dark Ancestor- The Literature of the Black 
Man in the Caribbean, Baton Rouge and London, Louisiana State University Press, 
1981, p. 44; Anthony McNeill, 'Dennis Scott, Maker - Part 1, 'Journeys", Jamaica 
Journal 5.4 (December 1971), p. 50; D.J. Austin-Broos, Jamaica Genesis, p. 47; Jan 
Carew, 'The Caribbean Writer and Exile', in Onyekachi Wambu (ed.), Empire Windrush 
- Fifty Years of Writing About Black Britain, 1998, London, Phoenix, 1999, p. 298. 
An original theory, propounded by the Ghanaian scholar Kwadjo Opoku-Agyemang, 
considers the West African Ananse, too, as a product of the slave trade, of 'the victim 
society created by slavery and slave wars'; 'The Logic of Escape in the Akan Trickster 
Tale', Asemka -A  Literary Journal of the University of Cape Coast 8 (1995), pp. 102- 
103. In both his essays and poems, Opoku-Agyemang has been carrying avery intriguing 
investigation into the disruptive psycho-social effects of slavery in the Akan 
communities. It seems hard, though, to accept his theory completely, when it implicitly 
erases the existence of Ananse before the slave trade began. 
38 L.L. Levine, Black Culture and Black Consciousness, pp. 83, 90, 104. 
39 V.S. Reid, New Day, 1949, London, Heinemann, 1973, pp. 19, 23, 39, 57, 77, 92. 
4o Mervyn Morris, introduction toNew Day, no page reference. 
41 Trevor Rhone, Old Story Time and other plays (with School's Out and Smile Orange), 
Harlow, Longman, 1981, p. 177. 
42 T. Rhone, Smile Orange, p. 190. 
43 T. Rhone, Smile Orange, p. 177. 
44 Cf. Frederic G. Cassidy, Jamaica Talk - Three Hundred Years of the English Language in 
Jamaica, London/New York, MacMillan and St. Martin's Press and Institute of Jamaica, 
1961, p. 276. According to Cassidy, such pronunciation flaws have a direct connection 
with the Twi language; cf. p. 42. 
45 Cf. David Lowenthal, West Indian Societies, New York, Oxford University Press, 1972, 
p. 274. 
46 Cf. 'David Johnson talks to Yvonne Brewster about Louise Bennett', Kunapipi XX. 1 (1998), 
pp. 74-76. On the jamaicanization f theatre, cf. Wycliffe B nnett, 'The Jamaican 
Theatre - An Overview', Jamaica Journal 8.2/3 (Summer 1974), pp. 3-9; Alex Gradussov, 
'Thoughts about he Theatre inJamaica', Jamaica Journal 4.1 (March 1990), p. 50. 
47 Cf. Alison Donnell and Sarah Lawson Welsh, The Routledge Reader in Caribbean 
Literature, London, Routledge, 1996, pp. 122-23. 
48 Cf., for instance, Edward Kamau Brathwaite's History of the Voice - The D velopment of 
Nation Language in Anglophone Caribbean Poetry, London, New Beacon, 1984, passim. 
49 Edouard Glissant, Caribbean Discourse: Selected Essays, 1981, Trans. J. Michael Dash, 
Charlottesville, University of Virginia Press, 1989, p. 282. 
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50 Cf. R.D.E. Burton, Afro-Creole, pp. 62-63. On the complex implications f Ananse in 
the Caribbean, cf. also Helen Tiffin, 'The Metaphor of Anancy in Caribbean Literature', 
in Robert Sellick (ed.), Myth and Metaphor, Adelaide, Centre for Research in the New 
Literatures in English, 1982, Crnle Essays and Monograph Series No. 1, pp. 21-22. With 
regard to the scapegoat role, one should mention the impressive case of the commission 
of inquiry set up in Ghana to investigate into corruption, which 'seemed to have come to 
the conclusion that the tendency to misuse public office for personal gain may in fact 
have something to do with the dominant presence of Kweku Ananse in Ghanaian 
folklore'; Kofi Anyidoho, 'National Identity and the Language of Metaphor', in K. 
Anyidoho and James Gibbs (eds.), FonTomFrom - Contemporary Ghanaian Literature, 
Theater and Film (Matatu, Journal for African Culture and Society, nos. 21-22), 
Amsterdam and Atlanta, Rodopi, 2002, p. 11. 
51 B. Gilroy, 'Who Criminalised Ananse?', p. 180. 
52 L.L. Levine, Black Culture and Black Consciousness, pp. 98-120. 
53 Burton aptly analyses the 'numerous progeny he [Ananse] has spawned in West Indian 
legend and life', concentrating onCaribbean politicians; R.D.E. Burton, Afro-Creole, p. 
64, and cf. also pp. 144-55 (on Bustamante), 258-61. 
54 Jean 'Binta' Breeze, 'tek a trip from Kingston to Jamaica', On the Edge of an Island, 
Newcastle-upon-Tyne, Bloodaxe Books, 1997, pp. 20-21. 
55 Cf. Michael Gilkes, Couvade -A  Dream-Play of Guyana, 1974, Sidney, Dangaroo P ess, 
1990, pp. 19-20. 
56 M. Gilkes, Couvade, pp. 7, 30, 55, 59. 
57 E. Glissant, Caribbean Discourse, p. 109. 
55 Patrick Taylor, The Narrative of Liberation - Perspectives on Afro-Caribbean Literature, 
Popular Culture, and Politics, Ithaca nd London, Cornell University Press, 1989, pp. 3, 
150. 
59 Merle Collins, Rotten Pomerack, London, Virago, 1992, pp. 60-63. 
6o Caryl Phillips, introduction toThe European Tribe, London, Faber and Faber, 1987. 
61 E. Glissant, Caribbean Discourse, cf. especially pp. 100 and 162 on the Caribbean s a 
'field of relationship'. Cf. also Podtique de la relation, Paris, Gallimard, 1990, pp. 74-75, 
125. For a detailed study of Glissant's theories, cf. his translator's J. Michael Dash's The 
Other America - Caribbean Literature in a New Worm Context, Charlottesville, 
University of Virginia Press, pp. 11-14, 147-58. 
~2 Edouard Glissant, 'L'imaginaire d s langues', Etudes Franfaises 28.2/3 (1992-93), p. 18. 
63 Erna Brodber, 'Oral Sources and the Creation of a Social History of the Caribbean', 
Jamaica Journal 16.4 (November 1983), p. 7 
64 L.L. Levine, Black Culture and Black Consciousness, pp. 95-96, 110. 
65 Naana Jane Opoku-Agyemang, 'Gender-Role Perceptions in the Akan Folktale', 
Research inAfrican Literatures 30.1 (Spring 1999), pp. 118-20, 137-38. Cf. also Carole 
Boyce Davies, "Woman Is a Nation...' Women in Caribbean Oral Literature', in C.B. 
Davies and Elaine Savoury Fido (eds.), Out of the Kumbla - Caribbean Women and 
Literature, Trenton (NJ), Africa World Press, 1990, p. 165. 
66 Significantly, in both Ghana and the Caribbean the pioneer figures who initiated 
Anansean written literature in English were women - Efua T. Sutherland and Louise 
Bennett. 
67 Donnell and Welsh, Routledge Reader, pp. 149-50. According to the critic Carolyn 
Cooper, in her poem 'Jamaica Oman' Louise Bennett fuses Ananse's tricksterism with 
the ability of the Jamaican woman to deal amicably with her male partner; cf. C. Cooper, 
Noises in the Blood - Orality, Gender and the 'Vulgar' Body of Jamaican Popular 
Culture, London, MacMillan, 1993, Warwick University Caribbean Studies, p. 48; 
Louise Bennett, Selected Poems, 1982, Kingston, Sangster's Books, 1983, p. 21. 
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68 Velma Pollard, Crown Point and other poems, Leeds, Peepal Tree Press, 1988, pp. 27-29, 
32-33. 
69 Cf. R.D. Pelton, Trickster in West Africa, pp. 35, 57-59. 
70 Wilson Harris, 'History, Fable and Myth', p. 158; cf. also pp. 156-59. The equation 
artist=trickster is developed on p. 166. The drive towards an ethno-cultural synthesis 
the same principle xpounded inGilkes's Couvade which, in fact, is inspired by Harris's 
theories. 
7l 'Tradition and the West Indian Novel', in A. Bundy (ed.), Unfinished Genesis, p. 147. 
72 H.L. Gates, Jr., 'Blackness of Blackness', p. 239. 
73 'Wilson Harris- A Case Apart', in E. Linguanti, Francesco Casotti and Carmen Concilio 
(eds.), Coterminous Worlds - Magical Realism and Contemporary Post-Colonial 
Literatures in English, Amsterdam and Atlanta, Rodopi, 1999, Cross / Cultures 39, pp. 
251-53. 
74 London, Faber and Faber, 1985, p. 39. For a detailed study of this novel, cf. H. Tiffin, 
'Metaphor of Anancy', pp. 38-43. 
75 London, Faber and Faber, 2001, p. vii. 
76 Cf. Joyce Jonas, Anancy in the Great House - Ways of Reading West African Fiction, New 
York and Westport (CT) and London, Greenwood Press, 1990, Contributions in Afro- 
American and African Studies no. 136, pp. 2-3, 33, 41, 52, 132. 
77 W.Harris, 'History, Fable and Myth', p. 166. 
78 Cf. Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, Helen Tiffin, The Empire Writes Back - Theory and 
Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures, London and New York, Routledge, 1989, pp. 150-
51. 
79 Cf. B.Ashcroft et al, The Empire Writes Back, p. 153. 
80 E. Glissant, Po~tique de la relation, p. 34. 
81 E. Glissant, Caribbean Discourse, p. 146. 
82 Antonio Benftez-Rojo, The Repeating Island - The Caribbean and the Postmodern 
Perspective, 1992, Trans. James Maraniss, Durham and London, Duke University Press, 
1996, pp. 11, 190, 295. Gates defines African-American 'Signification', as opposed to 
Standard English 'signification', as having the same fluid nature: 'Whereas signification 
depends for order and coherence on the exclusion of unconscious a sociations which any 
given word yield at any given time, Signification luxuriates in the inclusion of the free 
play of [...] associative rhetorical and semantic relations'; Signifying Monkey, p. 50. 
83 j. Jonas, Anancy in the Great House, p. 73. 
84 Kojo Laing, Major Gentl and the Achimota Wars, London, Heinemann, 1992, p. 1. 
85 Cf. R.D. Pelton, Trickster in West Africa, pp.68-70. 
86 London, Pan/Picador, 1989. 
87 For a detailed study of Laing's works, cf. P. Deandrea, Fertile Crossings, pp. 71-79, 92- 
110, 168-74. 
88 Cf. Mervyn Morris, 'Anancy and Andrew Salkey', Jamaica Journal 19.4 (November 
1986 / January 1987), p. 40, where the critic notices how 'Anancy can play all sides in 
this divided world' and Salkey fully uses his creative freedom to develop all those sides. 
89 Andrew Salkey, Anancy's Score, London, Bogle-L'Ouverture, 1973, p. 65. Helen Tiffin 
denotes Salkey's greater pessimism, if compared to Brathwaite and Harris's views, on the 
issue of the trickster's regenerative possibilities vis-a-vis history; cf. 'Metaphor of 
Anancy', p. 27. 
90 Cf. Roy Audrey Kelvin Heath, Kwaku, Or the Man Who Could not Keep His Mouth Shut, 
1982, London and New York, Marion Boyars, 1997; The Ministry of Hope, London and 
New York, Marion Boyars, 1997. 
91 'Kwaku' means 'Wednesday-born' in Twi. 
92 R.A.K. Heath, Kwaku, p. 7. 
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93 R.A.K. Heath, Kwaku, p. 127. 
94 R.A.K. Heath, Kwaku, pp. 15, 65--67. In the sequel novel the same symbolism recurs 
when the Minister kills one of Kwaku's friends by throwing him in the very same 
conservancy; cf.Ministry, pp. 256-57. 
95 R.A.K. Heath, Kwaku, p. 101. 
96 Cf. Ian H. Munro, 'Roy A.K. Heath', in B. Lindfors and R. Sander (eds.), Dictionary of 
Literary Biography 117: 20th Century Caribbean d Black African Writers, First 
Series, Detroit, Bruccoli Clark Layman / Gale, 1991, p. 199. 
97 R.A.K. Heath, Ministry, p. 314. 
98 R.A.K. Heath, Ministry, pp. 63, 87. Cf. also Chiji Akoma, 'Folklore and the African- 
Caribbean Narrative: The Example of Roy Heath', Research in African Literatures 29.3 
(Fall 1998), p. 94. Compare Kwaku's creative disruptions with Glissant's idea of the 
computer virus as a healthy sign ofdisorder and with his view of the science of chaos as 
including the accidental in a way similar to poetry; Podtique de la relation, p. 152. 
99 Symbolized by Kwaku's Ghanaian first name and his East Indian sounding family 
name, Cholmondley. 
too R.A.K. Heath, Ministry, pp. 41,154. 
101 Cf. The Final Passage, London, Faber and Faber, 1985. 
102 In Stuart Hall's words, 'the diaspora of a diaspora. The Caribbean isalready the diaspora 
of Africa, Europe, China, Asia, India and this diaspora re-diasporized itself here'; 'The 
Formation of a Diasporic Intellectual', in O. Wambu (ed.), Empire Windrush, p. 205. 
x03 M. Harris, Limbolands, London, Mango Publishing, 1999, p. 27. 
1o4 Maggie Harris, Foreday Morning - Poems Inspired by the Caribbean, Maggie Harris, 
2000, p. 40. The folk roots described as 'beads' might be compared with Grace 
Nichols's poem 'one continent / to another': it is about he Middle Passage, and the 
enslaved protagonist is depicted as 'walking beadless / in another land' (G. Nichols, i is 
a long-memoried woman, London, Caribbean Cultural Intemational Karnak House, 
1983, p. 7). Maggie Harris's image could be construed as a sign of a more solid identity, 
of a less traumatic passage. 
105 Beryl Gilroy, Black Teacher, 1976, London, Bogle-L'Ouverture, 1994, pp. 181-83. 
106 B. Gilroy, Boy-Sandwich, Oxford, Heinemann, 1989, p. 105. 
107 Caryl Phillips, The Atlantic Sound, New York, Alfred A. Knopf, 2000. 
108 Edward Kaman Brathwaite, Contradictory Omens: Cultural Diversity and Integration 
in the Caribbean, Mona, Savacou, 1974; cf., for instance, pp. 6, 32, 53, 63. 
109 Joseph Roach, Cities of the Dead- Circum-Atlantic Performance, New York, Columbia 
University Press, 1996. Incidentally, Roach openly declares to be indebted to Gilroy's 
theories, cf. p. 5. 
110 Andrew Salkey, Anancy, Traveller, London, Bogle-L'Ouverture, 1992, pp. 11-12. 
iII p. Gilroy, Black Atlantic, chapter 2, pp. 41-71. 
112 I have borrowed this expression from the Ghanaian poet Kwadwo Opoku-Agyemang's 
collection Cape Coast Castle, Accra, Afram, 1996, p. 12. 
113 Stuart Hall et al, 'Re-inventing Britain: A Forum', Wasafiri 29 (Spring 1999), p. 43. 
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